This article outlines and critiques a key area of contemporary social policy in England: the Troubled Families Programme (TFP), launched in 2011. This is a national programme which aims to 'turn around' the lives of the 120,000 most troubled families in England by 2015. Troubled families are characterised as those who have problems and cause problems to those around them. Troubled Families can be viewed as a 'wicked problem' in the sense that the issues surrounding these families tend to be reconceptualised regularly and re-solved differently, depending on changes in government. The article critically reviews the evidence base for the overall approach of the programme and the way the scale and nature of the issue is understood. It debates whether this is a case of evidence based policy or policy based evidence. Early indications are that behavioural change is likely to be achieved in some families (increased school attendance, reductions in anti-social behaviour and crime), but that addressing worklessness (a key focus of the programme) presents the biggest challenge. An even bigger challenge is helping families to find work that will move them out of poverty. The article draws on ongoing research in two contrasting local authorities implementing the programme.
Introduction
The 'Troubled Families' Programme (TFP) in England was launched in late 2011 and formally began in April 2012 as a three year initiative (2012) (2013) (2014) (2015) , or until the end of the current UK Parliament and Coalition government (NAO 2013) .
The key objective of the TFP is to 'turn around' the lives of the 120,000 most troubled families (2% of all families) in England over the three year period (DCLG 2013a) . These families are believed to have multiple problems but also cause significant problems, and cost the taxpayer an estimated £9 billion a year, or an average of £75,000 per family (DCLG 2013a) . These costs come from across government departments, but a key issue is worklessness. Framing TFP in relation to worklessness and high cost is a powerful argument at a time when people in work are facing cuts in their standard of living and public services. This policy framing has the advantage of the appearance of fairness to an assumed majority of 'hard working families' (in popular and political discourse) whilst also justifying cuts in public expenditure and relates to the wider agenda of cutting benefit payments to those who are out of work.
The characterisation and nature of the focus on families with multiple problems changes from time to time and has a long history in social policy. Welshman (2012) presents a useful historical overview (1880s to date) on the reinvention of what he sees as essentially the underclass debate in the UK and US. A debate that in different ways has characterised a social residuum concentrated in particular communities. Prior to the current TFP, policy was already focussed on families: as in Family Intervention Projects, where early schemes were housing-led projects, connecting 'anti-social' behaviour with family based problems (see Parr and Nixon 2008) . The social geography of the issue also has a long and well evidenced history (Harvey and Chatterjee 1973) , illustrating that social problems (such as worklessness, low educational attainment, substance misuse) are concentrated in particular localities and specifically in social and council housing (Author and Nardone 2012). These social problems are in turn underpinned by poverty, lack of opportunity and mental health issues; as well as behaviours that present contemporary society with a range of challenges in relation to the future of the children in these families (Authors 2013) . The current programme in England has a strong emphasis on changing behaviour, rather than material circumstances per se.
This follows the way that recent governments in the UK (both New Labour and the Coalition) have been increasingly focussed on behaviour; whilst social scientists have been more concerned with unravelling the relative influences of agency and structure (Welshman 2012,9) . Welshman (2012) highlights the importance of addressing both the behavioural and structural causes of poverty. From the outset the troubled families initiative has been criticised for using poverty indicators as the prime way of estimating the number of these families, and thereby associating poverty with anti-social behaviour and criminality (Levitas 2012) .
Most societies are likely to have some families with multiple problems. How the problem is conceptualised and understood is important in framing the response. The response needs to consider both underlying driving forces behind a problem (such as increasing inequality) as well as the more immediate issue of how to respond (as in working with the whole family, rather than individual adult and child 'problems').
England is an interesting case study as an advanced industrial society with well documented problems of increasing inequality, which underpins many of our key social problems, such as 'troubled families'. Other countries in the UK do not name the focus of their work as 'troubled' families and have a stronger emphasis on reducing poverty. Increased high profile popular (Minton Beddoes 2012; Kerry 2014) and academic debate in a number of disciplines (Pickett and Wilkinson 2007; Eckenrode et al 2014) about the pernicious effects of inequality are of global concern. There is also well documented research about the need to understand and respond to families as a whole more effectively (Kendall, Rodger and Palmer 2010) .
The evolving 'troubled' families programme in England can inform these debates.
The August 2011 riots in England helped to create additional impetus behind the launch of the Coalition government response in the form of the TFP. Poor parenting was viewed as a causal factor of the riots, situated within a popular and political discourse about a broader social and cultural malaise (Bristow 2013) ; represented in the pre-election Conservative party rhetoric as "Broken Britain" (Gentleman 2010 ).
Several agendas have shaped the way the TFP was launched and is developing.
These include the belief that a small number of families are responsible for disproportionate costs in public sector services; and, that services provided to these families are poorly co-ordinated, too numerous and largely ineffective. It follows that better co-ordination; fewer and more effective services will not only save costs, but should also do a better job of enabling families to address their problems (Cameron 2011; DCLG 2012a) . It is interesting to note that, the TFP is a non-statutory intervention, families are asked to sign up to the programme, rather than being told that they must accept the help. However, such families may be facing other types of more coercive response at the same time, such as a threat of eviction or prosecution because of persistent absence from school. So signing up to the programme is not totally voluntary nor is it totally coercive, despite some of the tough talking from politicians early on in the programme. The semi-voluntary nature of the programme is both an advantage of the TFP but also an inherent tension. For example, child welfare concerns are likely to be present in many of the households (see local criteria for the programme and research evidence in this article) and statutory services (such as social services) may have to become involved in some cases.
Hence in some ways the TFP is another way of delivering state services to families with multiple problems that may initially bypass social services and other types of statutory intervention. This may make the service more acceptable to some families.
The focus on the whole family, rather than individual people is often heralded as a relatively new way of delivering services in the UK, but actually has a long history in relation to social work with children and families going back to the 1960s in the UK and US. Thoburn et al (2013, 228-229) note the increased focus in social work in the UK on child maltreatment after the 1989 Children Act, despite "a bewildering array" of government (and part government) initiatives targeted at "families with complex problems".
Cuts in public expenditure are central to the policies of the 2010 Coalition government in the UK, so the creation of an apparently new area of central government expenditure (£448 million, for distribution to the 152 upper tier authorities in England) is perhaps surprising. One view is that this is not really new expenditure, but recycled cuts, repackaged as an investment expected to lead to savings. Central government expects (but cannot require) local authorities to contribute the equivalent of £600 million of their own resources over the three year period. Central and local government investment combined leads to a potential overall investment of just over £1 billion (£448 plus 600 million). The possible savings have been estimated at £2.7 billion (NAO 2013). These savings are expected to come about through more co-ordinated services and through a focus on key outcomes relating to the national criteria for the programme. The three national criteria are: reductions in worklessness, crime and anti-social behaviour, and increased school attendance. A fourth national criterion relates simply to families who "cause high costs to the public purse" (DCLG 2012a, 3) . This paper focuses on the development and testing phase of the TFP in England, which in essence concentrates on an enduring and complex social problem: complex families with multiple problems. Such problems have been referred to as "wicked problems" that tend to be "re-solved -over and over again", rather than solved, as in "tame" or "benign" problems in some areas of natural science (Rittel and Webber 1973, 160 States (dating from 1880 to the present day). Welshman (2012) argues that whilst the UK government talks about history repeating itself through the intergenerational transmission of these problems "the history that has really repeated itself is that of a flawed discourse" (para. 16). Welshman (2012) argues that the debate is flawed because of the way such family problems are defined, the misdirected effort that goes into identifying and counting people that meet definitions; and, the way the interventions that follow largely ignore the structural causes of poverty and worklessness (para. 17). This debate about a problematic minority of families (often seen as an 'underclass') is frequently taken up by politicians keen to make their mark in an area of significant public expenditure.
There is a broad political consensus in the UK about the existence of a minority of families with multiple problems (see NAO 2013) ; but the scale of the issue depends on how the issues are conceptualized, which families are the focus and why. This differs across the political spectrum (and by country, as already noted above). After the riots a cross party initiative, the Riots Communities and Victims Panel (RCVP 2012) conducted a wide ranging consultation and investigation into the causes of the riots. The report of this panel was keen to differentiate between 'rioter families' as primarily trouble-making, the emerging TFP and a much bigger group that they referred to as forgotten families:
………our evidence suggests that a significant connection between TFP families and the families of the rioters has not yet been established. Instead, public services describe a group of approximately 500,000 'forgotten families' who 'bump along the bottom' of society (RCVP 2012, 6 ).
Bumping along the bottom of society can be read in part as a euphemism for poverty and marginalisation. Reducing child poverty is widely recognised to be a key aspect of any attempt to improve child welfare and well-being (Fauth, Renton and Soloman 2013) . Although child poverty is a global problem it is well established that indicators of child well-being are more strongly associated with income inequality, rather than median income and relative poverty per se in rich countries ( are educational issues ('no parent has any qualifications') but not school attendance specifically. So at the start of the programme some major assumptions were made about the extent to which crime and ASB overlap with worklessness, educational achievement (and specifically attendance at school) and multiple deprivation.
Illness, disability and infirmity do not get a mention in the national criteria and payment-by-results framework. Although mental health was recognized later in the 'local criteria' allowed by the TFP (see below), as the programme has since developed.
In practical terms local authorities have had a very time consuming job of drawing up a list of families to fit the likely number modelled by government to a set of national and local criteria. National criteria for the TFP include, households who:
 Are involved in crime and anti-social behaviour  Have children not in school  Have an adult on out of work benefits (ie 'workless')  Cause high costs to the public purse (DCLG 2012b,3) .
Any family that meets the first three national criteria should automatically be part of the programme. The fourth category was put forward after the programme was launched to allow local discretion in relation to using additional criteria to include families that a local authority is concerned about (and represent a high cost to the public purse). Other local discretionary criteria include wide ranging social welfare problems, as well as criminal justice issues: The government review of the evidence base characterises the 'family intervention factor' as having five key components:
A dedicated worker, dedicated to the family Practical 'hands on' support A persistent, assertive and challenging approach
Considering the family as a whole -gathering the intelligence
Having a common purpose and agreed action (DCLG 2012b, 6 ).
This DCLG review recognises the limitations to the evidence base, particularly the lack of control (or comparison) groups in most studies but asserts that the evidence is nevertheless consistently strong and compelling (DCLG 2012b, 6) . Three basic models of working in the TFP are advocated, with decreasing levels of intensity: However, Gregg (2010) has provided a useful critique of the evidence base for FIPs arguing that it is a classic case of "policy-based evidence". Gregg's (2010) arguments centre on both the way that the families receiving this help have been constructed, how some needs are not met because of this, the misleading use of research evidence, and the remarkable claims in government press releases about families 'turned around'. The latter criticisms are all equally relevant to and replicated by the TFP. An important part of Gregg's (2010) critique relates to the political use of research evidence on outcomes in relation to FIP's. Gregg (2010, 16) concludes that:
The FIP was an interesting social engineering experiment which had the potential to help poor, very vulnerable families who failed to fit in to their families (of the 120,000) had been identified, 62,000 were being 'worked with' and 22,000 families (24% of those 'worked with') had been 'turned around' (DCLG 2013b). Key outcome (and output) data on all local authorities is publicly available.
We apply this national monitoring data to our two case studies of local programmes in the next section (see Table 1 ).
Case studies of two local programmes: early observations
What we present next is from ongoing research in two local TFPs in very different local authorities in England (a relatively deprived city authority and a large shire county). The county includes many areas of affluence, as well as major areas of deprivation. The research for the two programmes is multi-method: observations, secondary data analysis of family profiles and programme outcomes, staff surveys and interviews, family case studies.
In the current article we draw on our observations of how these two local programmes are developing (from participation in steering groups) the perspectives of staff working in the programmes (from 10 in-depth interviews, a survey of over 100 staff, and 5 focus groups), as well as comparative secondary data -including outputs and outcomes to date. The themes we cover include: comparison of secondary data on the two programmes (Table 1) , staff concerns about the term 'troubled family' and how the issues that are the focus of the programme are understood, professional perspectives on problem construction and solutions, and recognition of the need for systemic change in work with families who have multiple problems. 
13.6%
5 33 *All local authority figures have been rounded to the nearest 10 or 100 to reduce the possibility that the local authorities are identifiable **Outcomes and output data from DCLG (2013b) Mid-point outputs and outcomes (November 2013) in Table 1 show modest claims on families 'turned around' (LA1: 9.7%; LA2: 13.6%, compared with 24% nationally).
Why there is such a big difference between our case study local authorities and the national average of families 'turned around' is difficult to say.
The proportion achieving outcomes on the crime/ASB and education national criteria is also smaller than the national average (LA1: 19.5%; LA2: 28.9%, compared with 33% nationally).
The number making 'progress to work' is so small ( Another interviewee agreed that the language was a problem but also observed that: On the other hand a senior manager in one of our local programmes told us that the language of the national programme had led to them losing the building they were going to rent to house the service because the landlord "didn't want those sorts of families in his building." There were practical problems in the avoidance of using the term 'troubled families' in the name of operational programmes, to the extent that in the first year we found that a minority of staff working within both programmes did not recognise that they were part of the TFP (although they were organisationally).
Some interviewees were keen to differentiate between what they saw as the 'root cause' of the problems troubled families faced and the pragmatics of responding to the effects of their problems; as well as creating services that these families would use. It is interesting to compare the root causes below with the national and local programme criteria in So there was some level of agreement that poverty and worklessness were part of the issue, but that these issues did not fully explain the behaviour and situations troubled families were in.
There was, however, general agreement that focussed and intensive 1:1 support for families; by skilled professionals with small caseloads was a well evidenced and appropriate way of working. A strong theme in interviews was that 'who works' (the quality of the individual professional and their ability to make relationships with families) was more important than 'what works' (programmatic approaches). This emphasis was also very evident in a national symposium (PPE 2014 Managers of our local programmes were approaching the overall need for systemic change, in how they worked with complex families differently. The City (LA1) employed consultants to undertake a systems review on existing ways of working, followed by a trial in new ways of working. The County (LA2) gave a budget to the different areas within the local authority with a lead officer (from varied professional backgrounds eg teaching, social work, community safety, local authority management, community health professionals) tasked to bring together a local group of people who would help develop 'locally determined solutions' for the families identified in their locality. Both approaches were based on the belief that existing ways of working need to change. The mantra in one of the programmes in our research is that "troubled families is everybody's core business" or "part of their day job". This is an interesting assertion that fits better with the priority of some agencies and geographical locations than others. For example, the circumstances of troubled families overlap strongly with the work of social services. The social geography of troubled families affects services, such as state schools, differentially.
For schools in poorer areas troubled families are a major part of their 'core business';
whereas schools in affluent areas may not see so many families in this situation and may not prioritise their needs to the same extent. For example the number of troubled families across the local areas in our shire county case study (LA2) ranged from under 20 to over 90.
As we noted earlier, relative poverty and living in social housing is what many families in both our local programmes have in common. Beyond that (and the national criteria) there is a complex mixture of major issues affecting families that include: domestic abuse, mental health and substance misuse. Other issues include housing conditions, debt, learning disability, potentially dangerous dogs and so on. The initial response to cases like this usually started with tackling the most urgent need, such as avoiding eviction and helping the family to tidy up the home and keep dogs under control and away from children. Then it became more possible to focus on issues such as getting children back into school. In the face of such adversity the idea that families can be 'turned around' (as opposed to being 'kept afloat') is clearly political rhetoric (see also Gregg 2010 in relation to FIPs). That said both local programmes could claim some successes (as evidenced in Table 1 ), both through the PBR framework and more broadly through their own assessment of changes that families had been able to make outside this framework and the crises (such as eviction and homelessness) that had been averted.
Practitioners working with families in both local programmes emphasise the amount of effort that can be required to get access to and gain the trust of families in such difficulty. The great majority of families in our two local programmes have already had multiple types of support and statutory intervention before they had help from the TFP. For example, an in-depth review of the evidence on referrals to social services on 49 families in one of our local programmes revealed that 36 families (73.5%) were already known to social services before they were part of the TFP; and 12 more families (48, 98%) became known to social services after referral to the TFP. Furthermore, nearly a third (16, 32.7%) of the parents in these 49 families had clear evidence of being involved with social services as a child.
Evidence based policy or policy-based evidence?
Despite our criticisms, there are good reasons to support the practical aspects of an initiative that is helping some of England's families with multiple problems avert a crisis (such as eviction), deal with practical problems (such as morning routines and getting children to school), as well as help them make broader positive changes in their relationships with each other and their communities. That said, it is important to maintain a critical eye on the more outlandish claims made about the programme by politicians. Clearly the programme was initially driven by national political priorities, in a context of economic crisis and riots; but (as we noted earlier) the TFP is developing to be much more than this. We conclude this article with a consideration of whether the TFP is an evidence-based programme, or a case of policy-based evidence. Boden and Epstein (2006, 226) have argued that evidence-based government commissioned evaluations are fundamentally flawed by the fact that Government, in its broadest sense, seeks to capture and control the knowledge producing processes to the point where research becomes "policy-based evidence". This is essentially the same argument (referred to earlier) that Gregg (2010) applied to the evidence base and FIPs. The TFP can be seen as based partly on research evidence, albeit not with comparison or control groups. The broad approach -the family intervention factor, some aspects of the conclusions reached by Newman et al (2007) and specific interventions such as MST are all promising. Yet in some important respects the TFP is also a case of policy-based evidence. The problem (troubled families) was in part constructed to fit political priorities near the start of a new government, with a focus that initially ignored the child welfare, social and health issues associated with the national criteria set for the TFP (worklessness, school attendance, crime and ASB). Furthermore, the national priority of getting families back into work has not sufficiently acknowledged the very considerable barriers that families face (such as health problems, childcare needs and so on) alongside the more obvious issue of work availability. Troubled families are complex families with an array of problems and issues that are not easily solved. They represent a 'wicked problem' (Rittel and Webber 1973) and the TFP is the latest attempt to re-solve it.
The question is, do we agree what the problem is? The differences between the national and local criteria tend to suggest that there is an important difference in emphasis in problem construction, between national and local government.
On a more positive note, the TFP is offering a framework for innovation with some initial start-up funding from central government; and, the promise of continued funding beyond 2015 and into the spending plans of at least the first year of the next government. It is clear that the results of research would generally support more coordinated and joined-up professional work with families with multiple problems (see Author 2007, 23-26) . It can be argued that the way agencies have worked with these families often mirrors the complexity found in their lives (DCLG 2012d) .
Although the original focus on national criteria was flawed (as evidenced by the difficulty in finding enough families to meet the original three national criteria of worklessness and criminal and anti-social behaviour and very poor school attendance); allowing local criteria has legitimized the inclusion of a wider range of welfare based criteria. The requirement to monitor and evidence 'success' in order to receive resources, under the payment-by-results aspect of the programme has sharpened up the desire to focus on success, the sharing of good practice and in some cases it is leading to the use of evidence-based programmes. The latter is not the norm however, it is more common to mix and match elements of ways of working that are relatively well evidenced, but in a flexible way. Barth et al (2012) note the slow uptake of 'manualized' evidence-based programmes in social work and advise that a common factors and common elements (as aspects of practices and protocols) framework can be complementary to evidence-based programmes. They highlight key examples of 'common factors' in all therapeutic interventions as: the personal qualities of the therapist and their relationship with the client ('who works') and the motivation, hopes and expectations of the client, regardless of the intervention itself. In general these common factors have been well recognized in the way local troubled families programmes have been set up. So, this is why the article queries at the beginning whether there is a Troubled Families Programme; as opposed to a focus on an identifiable and interconnected group of issues which cut across different government departments. In essence, the TFP is the latest iteration of approaches to the 'wicked problem' of how to help complex families with multiple problems. In that sense it is highly unlikely to be pronounced an unqualified success by researchers, in contrast to the amazing claims made by politicians; but there are some promising aspects to the TFP.
What our research in two local programmes illustrates is a desire to do things differently and to pull together to make a difference with these families. The common elements to the way TFP is operating are: having an identifiable coordinating professional, as support or key worker for each family, seeing the family as a whole (rather than a collection of individual adult and child problems), and having a plan for change with the family. Available evidence (our current research; SESL 2013; PPE 2014) suggests that, like the Dundee Project, local TFPs are varying the intensity of the intervention according to the needs of the family.
Targeted and persistent interventions characterise the way of working, as does a flexible approach. Early indications are that behavioural change is likely to be achieved in some families (increased school attendance, reduced crime and ASB), but that addressing worklessness presents the biggest challenge. And, a bigger challenge is helping families to find work that will move them out of poverty.
